The authors thank Morteza Abtahi, Maryam Rutner, Fatemeh Sadeghi, Lisa Anderson, and Yüksel Sezgin, as well as participants in the workshop Women, Leadership, and Mosques: Changes in Contemporary Islamic Authority, held at the University of Oxford, 16-17 October 2009, and The present chapter introduces two Iranian female mujtahidahs, Nuṣ rat Amīn (1886 Amīn ( -1983 and Zuhrah Ṣ ifātī (1948-) , who represent like few of their contemporaries the status of female religious authority in twentieth-century Iran, divided by the important cesura of the 1979 revolution. Nuṣ rat Amīn is one of the most influential Shīʿah female religious authorities of modern times, who in her own right granted men ijāzahs of ijtihād and riwāyat.
3 Zuhrah Ṣ ifātī is the most prominent female religious authority of the Islamic Republic and was a long-time member of the Women's Socio-Cultural Council (shūrā-yi farhangī iʿjtimā-i zanān), where she headed the committee on jurisprudence and law. Both women's work was strongly influenced by the socio-political environment in and against which they defined themselves. Nuṣ rat Amīn experienced Iran's Constitutional Revolution of 1906 in her early twenties, Zuhrah Ṣ ifātī the Islamic Revolution in her late twenties. While Amīn underwent her formative period as an Islamic scholar at a time when madrasahs were slowly replaced by secular public schools and religious courts by the apparatus of a modern state judiciary, Ṣ ifātī experienced the reversal of some of these reforms when the 1979 Islamic Revolution sought to Islamicize the entire legal system and expand the status of religious learning.
A comparison of the two women's lives and works reveals the extent to which political circumstances have shaped the opportunities for women to aspire to and acquire religious authority. The theoretical framework this volume adopts between female initiative, male invitation, and state intervention, helps our understanding of the career paths these female scholars chose. In the case of both women, their own initiative was key to propelling them to seek out knowledge and produce scholarship. Male agency played a role in so far as it was Amīn's father who supported her intellectual interests and financed
